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This was not a simple enterprise, especially under con-
ditions which did not lend themselves to the expenditure
of a large sum of money. An easy graded line was
imperative, and the surveyors had to search diligently for
such a route, because a range of hills breaks away from
the northern edge of the Abyssinian plateau, to run parallel
with the coast-line of the Red Sea to the Gulf of Suez.
Investigations along the coast resulted in Suakin, 305 miles
distant from Atbara, being selected as the sea terminus,
and the surveyors succeeded in securing a location giving
no banks heavier than one per cent., and with no curves
of a sharper radius than 1,155 feet.
As the constructional engineers were confronted with
some heavy work shortly after leaving Suakin, in order
to overcome the coast range, building was commenced
from both ends of the line simultaneously. This procedure,
however, did not prove entirely satisfactory, owing to the
cost and delay in bringing material down from Alexandria
to Atbara, so when the engineers at the Suakin end had
subjugated their obstacle and the material could be landed
easily from vessels and hurried to the railhead, operations
were suspended from Atbara. The remoteness of Suakin,
however, produced individual handicaps, the greatest of
which was in regard to labour. The scattered natives were
given employment, but as they were unfamiliar with the
tools and methods they did not prove successful, and large
numbers of Egyptians who had toiled on the other lines
were shipped to the Red Sea terminus. They were housed
in military tents, and a stranger happening suddenly upon
a railway camp might have been pardoned for labouring
under the impression that he had alighted upon an in-
vading army under canvas, because the tents were pitched
in such regular rows as to indicate military occupation.
The mountains occasioned some little anxiety owing to
the damage that was -caused by wash-outs due to the heavy
rain, but these were soon mastered. This abundance of
water later on gave place to extreme scarcity, for when the
constructional forces had penetrated the heart of the desert.